Abstract
Introduction
Technological advances have led to the development of a plethora of treatments for common ailments however about one third of world population cannot access essential medicines [1] . World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 80 % of the world's population still rely on traditional or herbal medicine and the majority of people in those countries believe that it is safe to use herbal medicine [2] . In addition to this; availability, affordability and culture influence the use of herbal medicine as an alternative to pharmaceutical drugs.
Recently a new trend has emerged with various herbal 'medicines' available in the form of beverages. The public are not reported to be aware of the adverse effects associated with the use of herbal beverages such as high blood pressure [4] renal toxicity, hepatic-toxicity and carcinogenic effects [3] . Research has not encompassed an exploration of the knowledge and perceptions of lay respondents about the use of herbal beverages [5, 6, 7] .
The Malaysian media is promoting the relaxing and rejuvenating effects of herbal beverages like ginseng tea, gingko biloba tea and tongka ali tea. The strong influence of Chinese culture may be a reason for the widespread availability of herbal medicines and beverages. Most of the Chinese food stalls selling variety of herbal beverages making a wide list of claims.
As far as we are aware no study reported the attitudes and knowledge of lay respondents about the use of herbal medicine. The aims of this study were to explore public knowledge and perceptions of the efficacy, safety and reason to consume herbal beverages including ginseng tea, gingko biloba tea and tongka ali tea. [8] .
Methods

STUDY TOOL
A 19-item questionnaire was used to evaluate the public knowledge and perceptions towards efficacy safety and reason to use herbal beverages. The content and face validity of the questionnaire was done by the professionals at the disciplines of; social and administrative pharmacy at University Sains Malaysia. The reliability scale was applied in order to estimate the internal consistency of the knowledge domain. The internal consistency of the tool was estimated on the basis of Cronbach's Alpha (α = 0.70). All the interviews were conducted by the researchers with the excellent proficiency in Malay, Indian and Chinese languages to accommodate a wide variety of participants.
CONTENTS OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE
The questionnaire comprised of two parts; demographic details including race, age, gender, employment status and occupation. And part two relating to efficacy, safety and indications for herbal beverages
DATA COLLECTION
Face to face interviews were conducted. The respondents were approached to participate in the study by adopting a random sampling method. Main focus was given to the people coming to the food courts in the shopping malls. The minimum required sample was calculated with a confidence interval of 95%, using Rao
Soft® online sample size calculator [11] . Rao Soft® calculates the sample size on the basis of population. For the population of Penang (1.5 million) the minimum required sample size was 377. An additional 20% was recruited to overcome the refusal. A total of N=452 respondents were approached, of whom 400 were willing to participate in the study.
Ethical approval from the research ethics committee of University Sains Malaysia and clinical research committee ministry of health Malaysia was taken for this study. More over, respondents were asked for verbal consent and assured of confidentiality.
DATA ANALYSIS
For Data analysis Statistical package for social sciences (SPSS13.0®) was used. The Chi Square (x 2 ) test was used to test the difference between proportions. However, in some cases the expected cell count was less than 5,
Fischer exact test was applied to calculate the exact the significance. A p-value of 0.05 and less was considered significant. Some of the questions were in multiple choices format; therefore the sum total of percentages does not always total 100%.
Results
A total of 400 respondents have participated in this study with a response rate of 88.5%; the majority were With respect to the safety and efficacy of herbal beverages about 300(75%) of respondents agreed with the statement that herbal beverages are safe to use and they have less side effect than pharmacological medicines available on the market. Almost same number stated that herbal beverages can be used regardless of age and recommend them for use by pregnant women.
Discussion
For centuries, man has self medicated for common ailments, and continues to use them along side modern medicines even today. Despite the advances in modern medicine, traditional medicine has always been practiced. Traditional medicine refers to health practices, approaches, knowledge and beliefs incorporating plant-, animal-and mineral-based medicines as well as spiritual therapies applied singly or in combination to treat, diagnose and prevent illnesses or maintain well-being [9] . In past the use of traditional medicine was common among most of the current developed countries. However, food and beverages manufacturers have introduced a new line of herbal teas that are often available in supermarkets and grocery stores [10] . In recent years the use of herbal beverages has increased in Malaysia. This is the first Malaysian study exploring public knowledge about the use of herbal beverages. The findings of the study offer evidence that the use of herbal beverages is believed to boost energy and as a preventive measure for various medical conditions. These practices were found significantly associated with respondents who categorised themselves as un-employed and those from lower socio-economic classes. However, surprisingly the use of herbal beverages to improve the health status was also associated with respondents who classified themselves ad Chinese and with a high 
